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Japan has few babies and low female employment

Parents in Japan find it difficult to combine work and family commitments. Workplace practices,
private costs (housing and juku), and social norms put pressure on young people. Hence, young
Japanese postpone marriage, delay parenthood and often have fewer children than intended.

In 2009, only 4 countries in the OECD had fewer babies per woman than Japan. With a fertility rate
of 1.37, compared to 1.74 on average in the OECD, Japan was among the “lowest-low” fertility
countries. There has been a small rebound since 2005, when fertility rates were at their lowest,
but nevertheless the population has started to decline.

Japanese social policy has introduced several measures to reduce barriers to both parenting and
employment. However, despite these efforts, policies such as childcare can be further developed.
Increasing childcare provision and reducing private costs of out-of-school hours services are both
crucial for parental employment. Japanese public spending on childcare and preschool services is
the fourth lowest among OECD countries. Childcare constraints persists and enrolment rates for
children under-3 (at 28%), although increasing, are still below the OECD average (31%).

Japanese childcare enrolment rates are below the OECD

Japan’s fertility rate has been below replacement rates, and average, and few mothers with young children are in

well below the OECD average, for three decades
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Japanese workplace practices make it difficult for parents to combine work and family life, not
least because of the long working hours. After high private investments in education, many
Japanese women first want to establish in regular employment before having children. However,
once Japanese women leave the labour force to care for children, they often end up in non-regular
employment which is often low paid, part-time, and temporary. Parents who wish to get back to
work need to have better opportunities to re-enter regular employment otherwise those who can
afford to stay at home do so rather than return to a low-quality job. The result is few babies and
female employment levels at the OECD average, while Japan needs more women to be in
employment as its working age population is declining.

Workplaces should also encourage men to take up paternity leave, spend less time at work and do
more unpaid homework. Long working hours mean that Japanese men spend the least time in
unpaid work (59 minutes per day) in the OECD (138 minutes per day on average) and their

contribution to childcare is limited.
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